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EIA as a tool for environmental 
assessment and management

� Recognised worldwide as a key tool 
(Morgan, 2012).

� Described as ‘less than the sum of its parts’ 
(Lawrence, 1997).

� Follows a rationalist approach to decision-
making (Morgan, 2012).
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Rationalist model of decision-making
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Step 1 
Identify the 
problem or 
opportunity

Step 2 
Generate 
alternative 
solutions 

Step 3 
Evaluate 

alternatives 
and select a 

solution 

Step 4 
Implement 

and evaluate 
the chosen 

solution

The four stages in rational decision-making 

The basis of the rationalist model is the 
adoption of a rational process to guide the 
choice (Morgan, 2012).



Criticism of the Rationalist model
� Assumes facts are logic are dominant.

� Impossibility to recognise all alternatives, 
from which to pick the ‘best’.

� Contrasts with the business of sustainability, 
which is inherently complex. 

� Recent debates suggest moving towards a 
more participatory and collaborative way of 
operating. 
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The evolution of EIA
� EIA has evolved – widening the scope, scale 

and integration of assessments (Glasson et 
al., 2013):
◦ Social impact assessment (SIA);
◦ Strategic environmental assessment (SEA); 

and
◦ Sustainability assessment (SA). 

� EIA is not limited to the current norms and 
practices i.e. It is adaptable.
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Expectations of EIA

Sheate (2009) saw EIA as a tool to achieve 
sustainability - is this the ultimate expectation?
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EAM Tools with a common purpose: Sustainability 
Source: Sheate, 2009; p.3



Whose expectations?
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Environmental Paradigms
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Uncertainty and risk

� Generated from different stakeholder 
expectations.

� Decision-making involves influences from 
‘non-scientific’ factors i.e. values and 
judgments are essential. 

� This has the potential to result in 
commercial, political and social risks.
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Research overview
Aim: to gather information on the expectations of 
the EIA process since its inception and answer the 
question - how much can we expect from the EIA 
process?

Guiding questions:
� How has EIA as a tool for environmental 

management evolved over time? 
� How have the expectations of EIA evolved over 

time?
� Are current EIA practices meeting expectations 

of current environmental challenges?
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Research design
1. Review of international 
literature
� Provide contextual information 

and identified previous research 
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Hay, 
2012). 
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2. Case study research
• Utilise interviews, observations, 

document review and secondary 
data (Bhattacherjee, 2012).

• Provide a depth of data collection  
and analysis (Flyvberg, 2011; Mabry, 
2008)



Summary
� Research is still in the preliminary stages.

� The rationalist approach of EIA may not be 
a match for current environmental issues. 

� A fundamental level of uncertainty 
underpins the EIA process if objectives and 
goals are unclear – leading to mismatched 
expectations.
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Thought starters
1. How has EIA as a tool for environmental 

management evolved over time? 

2. How have the expectations of EIA evolved 
over time?

3. Are current EIA practices meeting 
expectations of current environmental 
challenges?
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